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China and Geography in the 21st Century:  
A Cultural (Geographical) Revolution?
Lily Kong1
Abstract: A noted Singapore-based cultural geographer and specialist on Asia reviews the 
recent emergence of cultural geographic research on and within China and the implications 
of China’s rise for the study of 21st century cultural geography more broadly. She identifies 
six major issues modern China is confronting that, when addressed from a cultural geographi-
cal perspective, may both enhance an understanding of the country and reshape the prac-
tice of cultural geography as a subdiscipline: agricultural reform, economic reform, urban 
change, rural-urban migration and related social inequalities, the changing family structure, 
and  environmental change. The author argues that if China’s cultural geography is to help the 
subdiscipline at large develop a more international and inclusive approach, it must be driven 
by questions of significance in China, yield constructive answers of relevance to China, and at 
the same time derive theoretical ideas that diversify the collective geographical imagination. 
Journal of Economic Literature, Classification Numbers: F590, O180, P290, Z190. 100 refer-
ences. Key words: China, cultural geography, cultural landscape, cultural turn.
INTRODUCTION 
Given the rise of China, its complex social and economic changes, the sheer magnitude of its population, and the very significant size of the Chinese-speaking academic geo-
graphical community, it is timely to ask how the rise of China will impact the ways in which 
geography is practiced, the ways in which key geographical concepts and theories may be 
reframed, or even the kinds of questions and research that geographers should ask. In this 
paper, I examine the implications of China’s rise for how we approach cultural geography, in 
particular, in the 21st century.
Reflecting on the impacts of an emergent China on cultural geography in the 21st cen-
tury, I begin with four questions: what is cultural geography; how has cultural geography in/
of China been studied hitherto; what pressing issues confront China today; and how might 
cultural geographical analyses help to explain and address some of these pressing issues? In 
clarifying these questions, it will become apparent how the cultural geographical study of 
China can develop along two trajectories: it may adopt imported theory and the approaches of 
Anglo-American cultural geography, or it may find its own agenda, simultaneously address-
ing a dominant local insistence on applied knowledge. The latter would depart from much 
of contemporary Anglo-American cultural geography, which has either been “seduced by 
text” with “little sense of a world out there” (Thrift, 1994, p. 110) or has descended into “a 
1Professor, Department of Geography, and Director, Asia Research Institute, National University of Singapore, 1 
Kent Ridge, Singapore 117570 (lilykong@nus.edu.sg). An earlier version of this paper was presented as a keynote 
address at the International Conference on China and the Future of Human Geography, held at the School of Geog-
raphy and Planning, Sun Yat-sen University, Guangzhou, China on August 26–28, 2010. I would like to thank the 
organizers for inviting me, and participants for helpful comments. 
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 self-contained theoretical universe” (Price and Lewis, 1993, p. 12). If China’s cultural geog-
raphy can avoid becoming “another case study” illustrating the theoretical logics established 
in “Western” settings, and if it can avoid becoming an esoteric subdiscipline that lacks empir-
ics, then local knowledge production in this vast and diverse country could lead to exciting, 
perhaps even revolutionary, new theoretical insights, representing a welcome opportunity to 
unsettle Anglo-American scholarly hegemony. 
WHAT IS CULTURAL GEOGRAPHY?
In tackling the question of what cultural geography is, I am reminded of David 
 Livingstone’s (1992, p. 28) reflection about the nature of geography: “The idea that there is 
some eternal metaphysical core to geography independent of historical circumstances will 
simply have to go.… For geography has meant different things to different people in dif-
ferent places and thus the ‘nature’ of geography is always negotiated.” In today’s world of 
academic geography, this is oftentimes forgotten wisdom. The Anglo-American domination 
in academic geography has become misrepresented as “international geography,” and its 
questions, frameworks, concepts, and empirical issues mistaken as universally relevant and 
applicable, despite its lack of engagement with non-Western knowledges. As Berg (2006, p. 
768) observes: “What we have come to recognize as ‘international’ in academic geography 
is instead a parochial space comprised almost exclusively of works produced in the US and 
the UK; produced by academics working in the USA and the UK; and ‘consumed’ almost 
exclusively by academics inhabiting the USA and the UK.”
This is certainly the case with the cultural geography of contemporary academia. It is a 
cultural geography with hegemonic Anglo-American roots, concerns, and approaches,2 and I 
present the contours of such a cultural geography not to impose its agendas and frameworks 
elsewhere in the world, but to contextualize my later discussion of the cultural geographies 
of China. While presented as chronological development, it is important to emphasise, as 
 Gibson and Waitt (2009) do, that this is not a grand narrative as much as it is a partial and 
situated narrative about cultural geography.
Anglo-American cultural geography was dominated for well nigh half a century (from the 
1920s to the 1970s) by the superorganic, Sauerian notion of cultural landscape, particularly 
in the U.S. It captured the notion of humans as transformational agents impacting their sur-
roundings through their way of life. Through key concepts such as cultural landscape, region, 
ecology, and diffusion, research was conducted on how, through human agency, cultural land-
scapes were made and changed, cultural regions formed, and cultural traits diffused.
This dominance of the Sauerian approach was to shift (although not give way) in the 1980s 
and 1990s, which witnessed a “cultural turn” in the humanities and social sciences. Theorists 
outside geography (such as Pierre Bourdieu, Raymond Williams, and Henri  Foucault) were 
particularly influential. Through the writings of Denis Cosgrove, Peter Jackson, Chris Philo, 
and others, the “new” cultural geography put the spotlight on meaning, power, and the sym-
bolic landscape. Meanings came to be acknowledged as unstable and negotiated, and land-
scapes symbolically imbued with meanings, contested between different groups, not least the 
2Note that I use “Anglo-American geographies” in the same way that Berg (2006) refers to works produced in the 
USA and the UK, and produced by academics working in the USA and UK. However, I do not necessarily mean that 
these academics are researching and writing about the USA and UK only, nor that their works are consumed almost 
exclusively by academics in the USA and UK. 
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powerful and the marginal(ized). Representations of places and peoples were thus thought to 
deserve research attention, with discourse and textual analysis much in use. Phenomenology, 
structuration theory, and Marxist and feminist thought were influential during this period.
By the 1990s and into the 2000s, the representational strand of cultural geography drew 
dissatisfaction for being too reliant on discourse and textual analysis, too divorced from the 
political, and insufficiently concerned with oppression, lacking methodological rigor and 
empirical analysis in favor of theorizing in heavy jargon. The desire was expressed to “rema-
terialize geography” and to give attention to ethnographic work to understand how represen-
tations “impacted on people, social policy, and the material landscape” (Gibson and Waitt, 
2009, p. 416). This “practical turn” is one to which I will return to in my later discussion of 
China’s cultural geography. 
The response to these dissatisfactions was a turn to another imported theory: Bruno 
Latour’s actor-network theory. In contrast to the focus on representations and discourse, the 
emphasis is on ongoing relations forged between people, plants, animals, and objects, and 
concepts such as reciprocity, networks, assemblages, multiple interactions, and collaborating 
agencies have all found relevance in the subdiscipline. Humans are not the only ones possess-
ing agency and culture. One valuable consequence of this is the questioning of “human” and 
“nature” as meaningful ontological categories. Beyond a philosophical exercise, this work 
could have practical impact if it helps to “decenter the human in policies designed to manage 
environmental futures” (Gibson and Waitt, 2009, p. 420). Again, I will return to this in my 
later discussion of China’s cultural geography.
Another recent development in cultural geography is the acknowledgement that human 
experience of the spatial and the influence of agents on one another is not only cognitively 
and rationally achieved, but emotionally and bodily mediated as well. The emergence of 
“emotional geographies” and “embodied geographies” thus challenges the “legacies of ratio-
nalist and masculinist social science that kept feelings out of academic research and practice” 
(Gibson and Waitt, 2009, p. 421). 
More than a singular developmental trajectory where each new approach replaces an 
earlier one, the different approaches to cultural geography described above are practiced vari-
ously, if unevenly, within the contemporary world of Anglo-American cultural geography. 
What shape then does the cultural geographical subdiscipline take in China? Remembering 
that knowledge is constructed not only within the context of its own intellectual history and 
development, but also within its broader cultural, social, economic, and political context, I turn 
in the next section to examine how cultural geography in/of China has been approached.
HOW HAS CULTURAL GEOGRAPHY IN/OF CHINA BEEN STUDIED?
China’s cultural geographical knowledge is certainly influenced by and implicated in the 
country’s broader histories and circumstances, and depending on where and by whom this 
knowledge is produced, it is framed by particular intellectual and institutional histories. Thus, 
the cultural geography of China as studied by those outside China, and those practiced within 
China, need to be examined separately. For current purposes, when examining the cultural 
geography of China as analyzed by those outside China, I focus on the English-language lit-
erature written from Anglo-America, although I recognize that there are non-Anglo cultural 
geographical literatures about China as well. This is in acknowledgement of the dominance 
of the English language. 
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English-Language Scholarship
Right up to the 1970s, there was little geographic literature on China in the English lan-
guage, and what existed was of disappointing quality (Murphey, 1973; Leeming, 1980). Most 
of the work focused predominantly on the physical environment. While Murphey attributed 
this to “lack of field work opportunities, lack of statistical materials, language problems, 
‘irrational anti-communism combined with inherent provincialism’ in the United States, and 
‘warped priorites’” (cited in Leeming, 1980, p. 219), Leeming (1980) also recognized the lack 
of contact with China geographers as an impediment to Westerners engaging in geographical 
research. Geographers in China, in turn, faced “constraints on knowledge and understanding” 
during the Cultural Revolution (Leeming, 1980, p. 219).
Between 1971 and 2000, progress was slow. One study showed that there was little work 
published on the geography of China in the top 10 English-language human geography jour-
nals (Lin, 2002, pp. 1812–1815). The total number of papers on the geography of China 
constituted less than 1 percent of the total published papers in these 10 journals. Lin cited 
possible reasons for this gap: first, most of the research has been published in the Chinese 
language and in China; second, research on China was a “‘unique’ subject of area studies 
that shared very little in common with mainstream enquiry”; third, the Euro-American bias 
of the discipline; and fourth, the positivism of the Euro-American tradition in the 1970s that 
demanded spatial data analysis, whereas such data was lacking in China at that time. How-
ever, he noted the growth in the number of papers on China even within this period, especially 
in human geography and urban studies. 
In the first decade of the 21st century, the situation began to change, with urban, regional, 
and economic questions dominating English-language geographical research on China (Fan 
et al., 2006). Such works have not only left behind the earlier descriptive tendencies, they 
have become theory-led, and have even attempted to contribute to the remaking of theory 
(ibid.). This has been attributed in part to the country’s opening up since 1979, which has 
enabled “fieldwork, data collection, and collaborative research” by scholars from the West 
(Lin, 2002, p. 1810; Fan et al., 2006).
However, despite the growing numbers of English-language geographical studies on 
China in the 21st century, much of the work on China since the 1980s (by Anglo-American 
geographers) has been on China’s economic geography (namely, regional development and 
foreign investment–induced growth); urbanization and migration; economic reform–induced 
environmental change; and food and resource security (Fan et al., 2006). In fact, Fan et al. 
(2006, p. 673) identified cultural geography—alongside political, social, and historical geog-
raphy—as “generally underrepresented” among the work of North American geographers 
working on China. Specifically, they observe that there is “a general lack of research on the 
roles of space and place in China’s long history and in shaping China’s cultural landscape, 
landscape as text, geopolitics, regionalism, regional and place identities, national minorities, 
and ethnicity among the Han Chinese. These challenges must be met before China geogra-
phers can play more central roles in Sinology and China studies in general” (ibid.).3
In the face of a general lack of English-language cultural geographical work on China, 
several names, themes, and characteristics stand out. Key authors include Ronald Knapp, 
Stanley Toops, and Tim Oakes, with each developing a significant body of works on various 
aspects of China’s cultural geography. Knapp, a retired cultural geographer at SUNY New 
3Note that Fan et al.’s (2006) reference to “China geographers” is to those geographers in North America who 
work on China.
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Paltz, did much to document and interpret China’s material cultural landscape, including the 
analysis of rural landscapes and vernacular architecture, their designs and symbolic meanings 
(Knapp, 1989, 1990, 1992, 1993, 1994, 1998a, 1998b). Stanley Toops, a cultural geographer 
at Miami University, has worked in China for more than 20 years, focusing on ethnic tour-
ism, landscapes and crafts, and environmental issues in Xinjiang (1992, 1993, 1995). Tim 
Oakes, from the University of Colorado, is best associated with heritage tourism and cultural 
development in rural China (1992, 1993, 1997a, 1997b, 1998), but has also contributed to 
debates about regionalism, local and provincial identities, and discourses of “Chineseness” 
(2002), the role of transnational capital in engendering a multicultural politics of consump-
tion, using the craft skills of Guizhou’s Miao people as case study (1999), as well as an analy-
sis of literary landscapes (1995), particularly gendered landscapes from a literary perspective. 
Whereas others have contributed to the English-language literature, these individuals have 
researched and published persistently over the last two decades on China’s cultural geography 
and deserve special mention.
Thinking about it thematically, as might already be apparent, one of the key themes in 
English-language cultural geography of China is tourism. In addition to the many contributions 
of Toops and Oakes, other works have also focused on the sustainable development of ethnic 
tourist sites (Li and Hinch, 1997) and tourist landscape representations in light of globaliza-
tion (Li and Sofield, 2005). Another significant theme is migration, and the close linkages with 
social and cultural geography are evident in the analyses of spatial patterns of major flows of 
migration, and issues such as gender roles and relations, division of labor, and negotiated iden-
tities (e.g., ethnic, national; see Kong, 1999a, 1999b; Fan, 2003; Yeoh and Willis, 2005; Li et 
al., 2009). While Fan (2003) pays attention to rural-urban migration, Kong, Yeoh and  Willis, 
and Li et al. are focused on international migrants into China’s cities and their negotiated iden-
tities. China is thus context and destination rather than the actual subject of analyses.
If general characteristics of such English-language works are to be observed, three points 
may be made. First, the interest in rural landscapes and architectures mirrors a Sauerian tradi-
tion, with its focus on documenting the material culture of rural and antiquarian landscapes, 
such as log cabins, barn styles, settlement patterns, crops, monumental structures, fences, and 
so on. Second, the interest in ethnic minorities reflects a focus on the “exotic other” rather 
than the “mainstream majority.” Third, similar sidestepping of the majority experience is 
evidenced in the analyses of international migrants into China’s cities.
Chinese-Language Scholarship
Just as there was a general lack of English-language human geography and a predomi-
nance of physical geography right up to the 1980s, the same may be observed of the Chinese-
language literature. The 30 years before the Third Plenary Session of the 11th Central Com-
mittee of the Chinese Communist Party in 1978 were dominated by physical geography, and 
if any human geography was done, it was largely economic and agricultural geography (Wu, 
1990, p. 8; Yeung and Zhou, 1991, p. 375). Cultural geography, together with social geogra-
phy, political geography, radical geography, and other subdisciplines were “forbidden realms” 
(Wu, 1980, p. 8). 
In the pre–Cultural Revolution phase of this period, there was hardly any cultural geogra-
phy in the Chinese language to speak of. During the 1963 third national assembly of  China’s 
main scholarly and professional association of geographers, known as the Geographical 
Association, the papers presented suggested that Chinese geography was focused on the fol-
lowing areas: economic geography, cartography, climatology, physical geography, hydrology, 
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 geomorphology, and historical geography (Orleans, 1980, pp. 170–171). In 1964, an introduc-
tion to Western human geography was published for the first time, which signaled hope for 
the development and status of human geography (Yeung and Zhou, 1991, p. 375). However, 
following that, there was little geographical activity during the Cultural Revolution (1966–
1976), as universities were viewed as “centers of privilege and elitism and became targets 
for Red Guards” (Orleans, 1980, p. 171) and professional journals were suspended. Subse-
quently, as geographical (and other intellectual) work resumed after the Cultural Revolution, 
the areas of focus that had dominated in the early 1960s became important again. Particularly, 
economic geography faced the best propect for revival (Yeung and Zhou, 1991, p. 376). The 
subdiscipline that had some traction in the 1960s and is most cognate to cultural geography 
is historical geography, but because of historical geographers’ “proclivity for scholarship that 
has little or no relation to production,” it was not one of the more vibrant areas. For the 
same reason, cultural geography was not re-emergent. Revived professional journals such as 
Acta Geographica Sinica resumed publication in 1978, although the emphasis was mainly on 
physical geography and economic development (Pannell, 1980, p. 185).
Even in the late 1970s and looking ahead into the 1980s, the emphasis for geography was 
practical and applied (Tang, 2009, p. 76), concerned, for example, with how to “support agri-
culture through better understanding and knowledge of the physical environment” (Orleans, 
1980, p. 175), how to contribute to “improving industry, transportation, national defense, 
and medicine,” as well as environmental monitoring and cartographic surveys (ibid., p. 176). 
Indeed, agricultural geography was principally the main branch of economic geography in 
China for a long time (Wu, 1990, p. 8). What was new in the late 1970s was an increasing 
recognition of the value of geographers as urban planners (Orleans, 1980, p. 176). Urban and 
transportation geographers were ascendant, at the expense of agricultural geography (Yeung 
and Zhou, 1991, p. 378), while historical geographers faced an opposite fate. Overall, the 
primary expectation of geographical research was to “improve the environment and increase 
economic production” (Orleans, 1980, p. 187).
The national narrative is largely absent in the cultural geography of China in Chinese 
until the 1980s. Even in 1990, Wu Chuan Jun, a professor at the Institute of Geography in the 
Chinese Academy of Sciences and a key leader in geography in China, identified the follow-
ing areas to be the ones to which human geographers would devote their attention in the 1990s 
and beyond: techno-economic appraisal of natural resources; population distribution and 
migration; regional development; and human impacts on the environment (Wu, 1990, p. 11). 
In brief, there were two emphases: analysis of human-environment relationships, and analysis 
for practical/applied ends. This has potential for contributions by cultural geographers, but 
requires a rethinking about what cultural geography is. I will return to this subsequently.
In the 1980s, some cultural geographical work was undertaken, usually focusing on par-
ticular cultural traits, and tracing their spatial characteristics, origins, and dispersal (Chiang, 
2005, p. 157). In 1985, a research agenda for cultural geography was proposed (Qian, 1985): 
to study the cultural characteristics in the large river basins in China; to analyze architectural 
styles, literary achievements, and geographical factors; to examine the geographical distribu-
tions and distinctiveness of languages, peoples, religions, and cultural habits; and to classify 
cultural regions (cited in Yeung and Zhou, 1991, p. 387). In 1988, at a national human geogra-
phy conference in Shenzhen, it was noted that cultural geographical topics were discussed for 
the first time, including for example, religious geography, ethnic geography, and wine culture 
(Wu, 1989, cited in Yeung and Zhou, 1991, p. 387). Translations of English-language works 
on cultural geography were produced in the 1980s as well (notably Jordan et al.’s The Human 
Mosaic: A Thematic Introduction to Cultural Geography, 1986; translated by Wang Enyong). 
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By 1991, Yeung and Zhou (1991, p. 388) concluded that cultural geography (like political 
geography and other subdisciplines) was still in its “formative stage,” although “likely to 
grow in stature with time and effort.” For example, studies mapped linguistic distributions in 
ancient China (Zhou and You, 1984; Chen, 1988), various aspects of religion (G. L. Zhang, 
1991; W. R. Zhang, 1991/1992; Wang and Zhang, 1993), and marriage and wedding rituals 
(Wu, 1996);4 the intersections of cultural and economic centers (Wang and Xu, 1988; Wu, 
1988; Zhou, 1988; Lu, 1988);5 and culture’s regional differences and historical cultural areas 
(Tan, 1986; Lu, 1987).6
Key Chinese-language works on cultural geography by scholars in China include Chen 
Zhengxiang’s (1984) Cultural Geography of China and Wang Enyong’s (1989) An Introduc-
tion to Cultural Geography. The earlier work was the first application of modern ideas of 
cultural geography to China, albeit borrowed, while the later volume is credited with estab-
lishing the framework for cultural geography in China, and has become somewhat of a classic 
for those researching and teaching cultural geography in China. Wang’s conceptualization 
of cultural geography was framed by the study of “cultural landscape,” “cultural ecology,” 
“cultural diffusion and integration,” and “cultural area,” reflecting a distinctively American 
influence from the Sauerian era. 
Following these influential works, a number of other books on various dimensions of 
 Chinese cultural geography in Chinese were published by authors such as Zhao Shiyu (Zhao 
and Zhou, 1991); Wang Huichang (1992), Zhang Butian (1993), Situ Shangji (1993), Hou 
Renzhi (1994) and Zhang Weiran (1995). Their works dealt with issues such as human-
 environment relationships, diffusion of Chinese culture, folk customs, cultural areas, and 
regional cultures. Perhaps the most distinctive would be the regional cultural geographies 
that were written, descriptive and evocative of the rich customs and traditions in different 
regions of China, such as Hunan, Hubei, Guangdong, and the reasons for regional cultural 
differences. Despite the obvious influence of Marxist ideology and historical materialism, 
China did not develop a cultural geography influenced by these ideas, unlike the UK, where 
the influence has been stronger. 
By the late 1990s, even with the growing number of works such as those cited above, 
cultural geography was still considered a relatively “newly established” field in China (Zhu et 
al., 1999, p. 306). The interest has grown further since the turn of the century. Today, cultural 
geographers in China can be categorized into two groups. The first group of researchers are 
those who have adopted a more traditional approach—that is, they utilize classical literature 
and other texts to understand the form and evolution of cultural landscapes. One instance 
is Wang Huichang’s (1992) Chinese Cultural Geography, which examines the relationship 
between the environment and the evolution of Chinese culture. Recently, researchers have 
contributed to a more comprehensive analysis of regional culture, offering insights into the 
cultural diversity of different provinces, as well as the integration of regional cultures. Situ 
Shangji’s 1993 publication, Cultural Geography of Guangdong, which discussed the origins 
and evolution of Lingnan regional culture, was the first academic publication that focused 
on regional cultural geography in China, and provided a model for cultural geography case 
studies on other regions, which became a hot topic among cultural geographers. Research 
publications on Chinese cultural history, such as the Chinese Regional Culture Collection, 
which detailed various regional cultures such as that of the Wuyue people, also influenced 
4All cited in Chiang (2005, p. 157).
5All cited in Yeung and Zhou (1991, p. 387).
6Cited in Zhu et al. (1999, p. 306).
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the  development of cultural geography with respect to spatial relationships among religion 
and culture (Zhu et al., 1999). Academics such as Chen Chuan Kang of Beijing University 
and Deng Han Dan led the way in the early 1990s in analyzing the importance of region-
alization in cultural geography. The 1999 publication of the collection Chinese Regional 
 Culture Research provided a comprehensive analysis of culture during the different chap-
ters of  China’s history. Other researchers have since addressed the relationship between the 
development of culture and the economy, and how regionalization plays a crucial part in that 
analysis (Jiang, 1999). 
The second group of cultural geographers are more influenced by the “cultural turn” of 
the West, and thus tend to focus their research on the spatial characteristics of human activi-
ties, cultural interpretation of spatial processes, globalization, and spaces of cultural produc-
tion, among others. For instance, Zhou Shangyi and Long Jun (2003) examined the relation-
ship between rural public spaces and social organization in villages in Tangshan City in Hebei 
Province, and Li et al. (2005) researched the cultural production of a Shenzhen theme park 
(Chai et al., 2007). A coherent agenda has yet to emerge, and even with the influence of the 
“cultural turn” of the West, the approaches have been said to remain largely descriptive (Chai 
et al., 2007), falling back on theoretical ideas adopted from overseas academics, which may 
not always be suited to China’s physical and social conditions (Wu, 1990). China’s rapid and 
recent urbanization, as well as its historical and political history, have resulted in a unique 
narrative that is more complicated than the developed countries, and thus requires its own 
theoretical frameworks to address the distinctive issues it confronts (Chai et al., 2007). 
WHAT ISSUES ARE OF CULTURAL  
GEOGRAPHICAL SIGNIFICANCE IN CHINA?
The above narratives of Anglo-American cultural geographies as well as English- and 
Chinese-language cultural geographies of China now set the stage for reflections on what 
issues in contemporary China may be of cultural geographical significance. In imagining 
how Westerners might study human geography in China, Murphey (1973, p. 103) identified 
the preoccupations in Western geography at the time of his writing, and argued that the same 
issues were very important in Chinese experience and deserved to be studied. Leeming (1980, 
p. 230), however, was quick to point out that this was not the best way to approach the study 
of China, “armed first and foremost with a Western list.” He urged that attention be paid to 
“which Chinese topics are thought to be important in China itself” (ibid.). Leeming’s caution 
is well-taken. In considering China’s own history and recent development, I would like to 
propose six issue areas as significant ones that the country is confronting, and the ways in 
which a cultural geographical lens may be helpful in contributing to a greater understanding 
of China, and which has the potential to reshape cultural geography as a subdiscipline. They 
are: agricultural reform, economic reform, urban change, rural-urban migration and related 
social inequalities, the changing family structure, and environmental change.
Agricultural Reform
Modern China’s first successful reform was in agriculture, which has served as a major 
pillar of fundamental economic reforms in other sectors since 1978. Farmers were encour-
aged to “reduce costs, take risks, and enter new lines of production” (OECD, 2005, p. 2). Dur-
ing the reform period, China’s agricultural sector experienced tremendous growth. However, 
in the late 1990s and early 2000s, most agricultural markets faced a situation of oversupply, 
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and with falling grain prices due to greater exposure to international competition, the sector 
began to face challenges. Carter et al. (1996) identify the major issues to include the slowing 
of agricultural productivity growth, the lack of properly functioning markets for farm prod-
ucts, excess labor in agriculture and the increasing gap between rural and urban incomes, and 
capital outflows from agriculture to rural and urban industry. They caution that without major 
policy changes, China’s agricultural production potential may be seriously hampered.
Agricultural geography, as mentioned in an earlier section, formed a mainstay of Chinese 
human geography in an earlier era. The continued importance of the sector and the challenges 
it faces suggest the need for continuing research and reflection. While the tendency was to 
adopt more of an economic perspective in past analyses, the potential influence of cultural 
factors on several aspects of agricultural change is real though not analyzed. For example, in 
seeking to introduce new agricultural technologies in order to remain competitive (Lohmar et 
al., 2009), diversify food types, and increase receptiveness to new methods of farm efficiency, 
social and cultural values deserve to be better understood. Similarly, in seeking to improve 
conservation of the environment (ibid.), attention needs to be paid to fundamental attitudes 
toward human-environment relationships and how they are inflected by Chinese belief sys-
tems, both cultural and religious (see discussion in later section). Although agricultural geog-
raphy has been considered as a subdiscipline distinct from cultural geography (and rightly so 
if its focus is on the economic), agriculture is fundamentally a cultural practice, and deserves 
to be understood through cultural lenses.
Economic Reform 
Beyond agricultural reform, the larger economic reform carried out in China from 1978 
to 1993 resulted in one of the most impressive episodes of growth in a developing economy in 
the world. During this period, total GDP grew at an average annual rate of more than 9 percent 
and China’s per capita GDP more than quadrupled. The first reform success in agriculture 
drove industrialization and further reforms in urban industries. The country also opened to 
foreign investment and entrepreneurs were encouraged to start their own businesses. Much of 
the state-owned industries were privatized and protectionist regulations were lifted. Market 
mechanisms began to play an important role in resource allocation. As a result, the private 
sector enjoyed tremendous growth during the economic reform. 
Myriad questions about China’s economic reform demand research from multidisci-
plinary and subdisciplinary perspectives, privileging the work of economists, economic his-
torians, economic geographers, economic sociologists, and so on. For cultural geographers, 
the cultural turn in economic geography has opened up opportunities for research into the 
mutual constitution of culture and economy. Scott Lash and John Urry (1994, p. 64), among 
others, have posited that “the economy is increasingly culturally inflected (while) … culture 
is more and more economically inflected.” Thus, it is important to understand the flows and 
location of capital, personnel, and technology as culturally as much as economically moti-
vated. Similarly, products are culturally and ideologically motivated and informed as much as 
economically driven. This is nowhere more apparent than in the growth of culturally rooted 
industries (though by no means confined to them): for example, ethnic and heritage tourism, 
and cultural and creative industries.
Urban Change 
China’s cities are undergoing massive change, and the socialist influence on the pre-
1949 city is “giving way to new forms that reflect and contribute to the country’s changing 
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economic, social and political conditions” (Gaubatz, 1999a, p. 1495). Gaubatz (1999a, pp. 
1496–1497) identified three distinct phases of urban development in China. Prior to 1949, 
China’s cities are recognized as “walled settlements based on millennia-old architectural and 
urban design traditions” (p. 1495). Post-1949, China’s cities reflect “Maoist thinking about 
the role of cities in the national economy and revolutionary notions about urban life” (p. 
1496). Since economic reform, the third phase of China’s urban development over the last 30 
years has seen “the collectivization and privatization of economic ventures, [and] real estate 
development and foreign investment led to the transformation of urban form, urban functions 
and urban lives at every level” (p. 1496).
Much of China’s urban geographical change may be attributed to economic, social, and 
political forces. The economic imperatives include increased foreign investment, privatiza-
tion of housing and real estate, and the move away from state socialism to capitalism. Social 
changes such as the increasing mobility of the population and changing lifestyles, family 
structure, and expectations have also contributed to the reshaping of China’s cities (Gaubatz, 
1999a; Ma, 2002). Above all, apart from “forces of globalization, liberalization, decentral-
ization of administrative and fiscal powers, and the presence of multiple actors in China’s 
economic restructuring,” it is the state that has “powerfully shaped China’s urban transforma-
tion” (Ma, 2002, p. 1546). The spatial structure of cities was greatly influenced by “socialist 
ideologies and socialist planning principles of classlessness, uniformity, and neighbourhood 
unit division” during the Maoist era (Fan et al., 2006, p. 8, citing Lo, 1987). How exactly did 
communism influence China’s city structure (Ma and Noble, 1986, p. 286)? Does the idea of 
the “socialist city” (French and Hamilton, 1979) apply to China’s cities? What changes have 
been wrought since the shift to capitalism? The ideological imprint of cityscapes deserves 
detailed attention. 
As Ma (2002, pp. 1558–1559) points out, beyond economic and political analysis, what 
deserves research attention is the ways in which the landscape of the Chinese city is a reflec-
tion of culture and ideology. In this, he falls back on an established Anglo-American cultural 
geographical tradition in calling for greater emphasis to be given to the study of the symbols 
and meanings of the built landscape and the relationships between the material and the sym-
bolic urban environment. Scant attention has been paid since Wheatley’s (1971) Pivot of the 
Four Quarters to how culture has shaped the morphology and internal structure of Chinese 
cities, even though studies have focused on questions of morphology and structure (e.g., 
 Gaubatz 1995a, 1995b, 1996, 1999a, 1999b; Lo, 1994, 1997). Similarly, the changing city, 
often to the detriment of the past, prompts calls for studies of historical preservation and con-
servation of historically important urban areas in China (Whitehand and Gu, 2006, p. 347). 
The most notable change in China’s cities, namely, the vertical growth of the cities’ skylines, 
so much so that “building height became a key marker of identity, success and competition 
in the built urban environment” (Gaubatz, 1999a, p. 1510), also presents opportunities for 
research into the cultural and political impetus to “reach for the skies.” The social, psycho-
logical, and cultural adjustments that have had to be made to accommodate high-rise living in 
China’s cities, the changing notions of public and private space, and the role of surveillance 
deserve study. Likewise, competition in the construction of cultural monuments has drawn 
research attention (Kong, 2007), perhaps to establish the individuality and distinctiveness of 
different cities as they adopt different development strategies (such as the use of tourism or 
specialized production) (Ma. 2002, p. 1552). Other new urban forms in China’s cities, such 
as gated communities (Pow and Kong, 2007; Pow, 2009) and creative and cultural clusters 
(Kong, 2009) present questions of cultural geographical import. 
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Rural-Urban Migration
Since China’s economic reforms were launched in 1978, rural to urban migration has 
become an unavoidable feature of population mobility in China. Shen (1995, p. 396) identified 
three components of China’s rural-urban migration. The first “includes those rural migrants 
who have been recruited directly by the formal urban sector,” which was the “main channel 
of rural to urban migration in China in the pre-reform period”; the second consists of migrants 
“who have moved to cities and towns to engage in self-employed business or temporary 
work”; and the third is comprised by “registered agricultural population in urban areas who 
have changed their employment status from the agricultural to non-agricultural sector.”
One of the key issues of rural-urban migration (in the 1990s) was the fear of a potential 
deficit of of labor for agricultural production, and the political and economic ramifications 
of having a significant bulk of the population change residence status from “agricultural” 
to “non-agricultural” population. The income disparity between rural and urban residents 
and the resultant social inequalities has pushed migration to urban settlements, resulting in a 
diminishing workforce for agricultural production. While the economic and political implica-
tions have drawn research attention, the social and cultural implications of migratory changes 
demand urgent understanding as well. According to the Asia Pacific Migration Research 
 Network (2003), future issues on rural-urban migration in China that need to be carefully 
studied include: examining the social and political conflicts that occur between local prov-
inces and big cities; the impact of a drain of male workers in agricultural production due to the 
migration to urban centers; the social and economic impacts on women who are left behind 
in villages when male relatives migrate in search of work; the difficulties faced by minority 
groups in undertaking rural-urban migration; and the possibilities and impacts of international 
migration due to the inability of cities to absorb further migrants that are in search of work. 
In all of these issues, the power of place in migration and settlement formation (see Ma and 
Xiang, 1998) deserves much more attention than has currently been the case. What are the 
cultural factors behind the privileging of urban life, that draw migrants young and old to the 
cities, despite the challenges associated with urban life?
Changing Families 
In 1979, China’s one-child policy came into effect, which essentially encouraged couples 
to have only one child, allowed those whose first born is a daughter to have a second child, 
and strictly forbade couples from having three or more children. This one-child policy has 
resulted in rapidly declining fertility rates, the effects of which can be discerned in China’s 
changing family structure today (Zimmer and Kwong, 2003, p. 23).
This structure is described as an inverse pyramid, or “4-2-1”, with “4” symbolizing the 
parents and parents-in-law, “2” representing the husband and wife, and “1” the only child 
of the couple (or the center of the family). Based on this structure, the burden is placed on 
the “2”—the husband and wife, who eventually have to look after both the elderly and the 
young. In China’s families today, those who belong to the “2” category were born after 1978, 
were “only children” themselves, and are currently young adults who wish to start their own 
families early, but are described as “psychologically immature, requiring their parents’ care” 
to look after their children (see 4-2-1, 2006). 
Thus, one of the biggest worries for China’s society is the burden of care that will be 
placed on the young adults of today to look after two sets of parents, along with looking 
after their children. The statistics are daunting—by the middle of this century (a mere 40 
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years from now), “there will be more than 400 million people aged 65 and older and more 
than 100 million aged 80 and older” (4-2-1, 2006). Additionally, by 2040, “there will be only 
two working-aged adults for every one elderly person (Zimmer and Kwong, 2003, p. 24). 
An aging population comes with numerous problems that need to be addressed and planned 
for (both at the individual household level and also at societal scales), such as the decreasing 
functioning capabilities of the elderly, the increased dependence on medication and health 
services, and the lack of economic capability and the resulting increase in financial assistance 
(ibid., p. 23). This is a particular concern in China, where such assistance is usually rendered 
by the children of the elderly, whereas in other Western countries, external organizations are 
often at hand to provide such aid.
There is, therefore, a need to spread the burden of care such that the state, the com-
munity, and the family are all involved in caring for China’s aging population. Presently, 
the primary motivation for marital fidelity and preservation of the family is the prospect for 
intergenerational support in China, coupled with the fact that in many households, the parents 
live with their adult child, resulting in situations where intergenerational support is wide-
spread (Zimmer and Kwong, 2003, pp. 25–26). As social and cultural values change, how will 
intergenerational relations evolve, and how will the burden of care shift? What will the role 
of social institutions be, and will the absence of official institutional religion “absolve” this 
particular social institution from sharing the burden of care? How will notions of “the family” 
be shaped, with what implications for family relations and kinship ties?
Environmental Change
Finally, a major challenge confronting China is its environmental condition. China is 
home to 16 of the world’s 20 most polluted cities in the World Bank list (Lagorio, 2007). One 
of the country’s most serious problems involves water—the lack of access to safe drinking 
water and the massive volume of untreated sewage discharge from factories and cities into 
waterways (Roberts, 2009). Air pollution is another challenge, stemming from the burning of 
coal (in 2006 it consumed 2.4 billion tons, more than the U.S., Japan, and the UK combined) 
and from transportation (14,000 new cars take to China’s roads every day, with more than 
1,500 new cars every day in Beijing alone) (Economy, 2007). A 2003 internal report by the 
Chinese Academy of Environmental Planning estimated that 300,000 people die each year 
from air pollution and an additional 100,000 deaths could be attributed to indoor air pollu-
tion (Kahn and Yardley, 2007). Deforestation, overgrazing, and over-cultivation have also 
degraded much of northern and northwestern China. The Gobi Desert, for instance, spreads 
by about 1,900 square miles annually and nearly a quarter of the country is now said to be 
desert.
China’s environmental problems stem from its political system as well as its focus on 
economic growth. While the central government sets the country’s environmental agenda, it 
does not necessarily control how it is implemented. As a result, local officials may not execute 
orders from Beijing, preferring to focus on economic progress: officials are “rewarded politi-
cally for growing their local GDP, not for greening their local environs” (Economy, 2009). 
While Economy (2007) advocates economic and legal means of improving environmental 
action, I would argue that addressing the cultural bases of environmental beliefs, attitudes, 
and actions would be at least as important. Thus, in addition to measures providing incen-
tives for local officials and business owners to do the right thing, and allowing the courts to 
independently enforce environmental protection (Economy, 2007), cultural geographers can 
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 contribute to an understanding of environmental beliefs, values, and attitudes in  contemporary 
China, by helping devise suitable interventions that are culturally rooted.
To do so requires an understanding of Chinese thought in relation to human-environment 
relationships. In traditional Chinese thought, nature was the object of veneration (Tang, 2009, 
p. 75). In both Confucian and Daoist thought, human-heaven harmony is emphasized. This 
has the potential to help humans realize that “there is a limit to the exploitation of nature, 
beyond which people will suffer from their own deeds” (ibid.). On the other hand, communist 
China, as Murphey (1967; 1973, pp.104–105) explained, “reversed traditional perceptions 
of the harmony between man [sic] and nature.” Humans, in Marxist/Maoist terms, were the 
“lords of creation” and would “bend nature to human will.” The environment must be sub-
dued and forced into human service. The “obstacles and threats” that nature poses must be 
overcome, and “its resources must be tapped, by the united efforts of a now coherently orga-
nized socialist man [sic]. But the environment must also be protected against despoliation, 
and its productivity in man’s [sic] service must be enhanced” (ibid.) 
A CULTURAL GEOGRAPHICAL REVOLUTION?
Geography in China, especially cultural geography, has long been considered a field that 
suffers from a lack of practicality and relevance (Zhu et al., 1999). As I have indicated in the 
introduction to this paper, two paths lie before cultural geographers in and of China. The first 
is to look toward Anglo-American cultural geographies as they exist today, and seek to apply 
theoretical ideas and frameworks developed out of contexts different from China, adopting 
empirical foci thought to be significant in the Anglo-American world. The second is to exam-
ine what issues confront China, and not shy away from allowing academic research to have 
practical import. Refering to the Chinese leadership’s emphasis on developing a “harmonious 
society,” for example, Tang (2009, p. 77) highlights the call for “researchers to contribute 
geographical knowledge to the promotion of a harmonious society,” while at the same time 
lamenting that academic disciplines and subdisciplines are being turned into practical and 
applied subjects of study. For example, tourism geography has become tourism development 
planning and management; population geography has become population census and plan-
ning control; and economic geography has become economic distribution and development 
planning. There are both advantages and problems in an approach that emphasizes the social 
and practical value of research. 
There are advantages because issues of local relevance are addressed. Research agendas 
begin with what is important in China, rather than being dictated from elsewhere. Pragmati-
cally and politically, this situates the discipline more strongly institutionally, financially, and 
educationally. Highlighting the social and/or practical relevance of cultural geography can be 
of benefit in terms of institutional positioning, persuading funders of higher education of its 
value and contributions, and attracting students. This can help overcome the current weaker 
status of the subdiscipline. At least as importantly, focusing on issues of local import gives 
rise to the possibility of indigenous theorizing. However, it can be problematic if academic 
disciplines are transformed into trade school subjects. It is important that the empirical ques-
tions and situations in China lead to the development of new theoretical insights.
Cultural geographers in China are beginning to recognize the need for their discipline to 
be more practical and more socially relevant, and have begun to focus on addressing issues 
concerning socio-economic development, both nationally and regionally. Chai et al (2007) also 
recommended the selection of key regions for study, such as the Beijing–Tianjin– Tangshan 
triangle, the Yangtze River Delta, and the Pearl River Delta. This could help increase the 
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 visibility and relevance of cultural geography in China, especially with regards to national 
and regional policymaking and urban planning. 
Methodologically, Zhu et al. (1999) recommend that theories and methodologies of other 
fields and subfields be applied to cultural geographic research, for instance, improving quan-
titative methods in order to carry out more complex research on cultural phenomena. Jiang 
(1999) encourages the incorporation of ethnic studies, sociology (especially its field work 
methodologies), and anthropology. Adopting advanced research techniques such as GIS map-
ping and statistical analysis will also allow for more diverse types of data as well as the 
broadening of the discipline.
CONCLUSIONS
As Peake (forthcoming) argues in the case of social geography, the linguistic position-
ing of Anglo-American social geography has determined its current hegemony. I would sug-
gest that this is the case too with cultural geography. Cultural geographers not within the 
Anglo-American circuit are drawn to it. Chinese cultural geographers are looking to Anglo-
American cultural geography, and the pattern of translation of English-language works has 
commenced in cultural geography in the same way it had begun with economic geography 
in an earlier phase. This is a good thing in itself, but only if the reverse flow can be enacted. 
Hopefully, China geographers will not become dominated by application of imported theory 
only, but will find their own research agendas, which should not be interpreted as a parochial-
ism. As Battersby (2004, p. 155) writes in the context of South Africa, what is needed is the 
production of “theoretical insights that will hopefully inform research coming out of histori-
cally dominant areas.”7
For China cultural geographers to develop research agendas and approaches that speak 
to the needs of the Chinese situation should be a given. Writing about the series of country 
reports on the status of social (and cultural) geography in Social and Cultural Geography, 
Peake (forthcoming) observes: “What is striking is how virtually each report situates their 
account of the development of social [and cultural] geography in the political and economic 
context of the country (except for the reports on Britain and the USA).” For example, social 
and cultural geographers dealt with nation-building in Southeast Asia (Bunnell et al., 2005), 
post-colonialism in the Caribbean (Dodman, 2007), and post-socialism in Eastern Europe 
(Hampl et al., 2007). Indeed, as Yeung and Zhou (1991, p. 376) have argued, “The waxing 
and waning of academic fortunes are intimately tied up with the national destiny.” Whether 
it was Soviet influence, closure to the rest of the world, the Cultural Revolution, or the eco-
nomic reform era, numerous reviews of progress in China’s human geography (Orleans, 1980; 
Wu, 1990; Yeung and Zhou, 1991; Tang, 2009) have all noted the historical circumstances of 
China and recognized the ways in which knowledge is constructed within its broader cultural, 
social, economic, and political context. For China’s human geographers who have thought 
about their work as “part of national construction and development,” their contributions to 
government departments have often taken the form of confidential (unpublishable) reports. 
This has been accompanied by a “relative neglect of theoretical generalizations and of inno-
vation in methodologies” (Yeung and Zhou, 1991, p. 388). For progress to be made in China’s 
human geography, Yeung and Zhou (p. 389) urge that greater attention be paid, inter alia, to 
phenomena beyond the economic, such as the political and cultural, as well as a shift from 
descriptive work to “forecasting, policy and decision making methodologies.” I would add 
7See Webber (2010, this issue) for similar thinking with respect to studies of economic geography by/in China.
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to that the need for more theoretical work that draws from a rich and vastly different empiri-
cal base than the Western contexts from which most theoretical perspectives are currently 
drawn. 
In writing about the progress of cultural geography in the 2010 Progress in Human 
Geography progress report, Tolia-Kelly (2010, p. 359) calls for “[a]n international, inclu-
sive, dialogic and less conservative agenda,” which can in turn “forge and transform the 
research imagination beyond narrow or exclusive geographical scholarship and practice.” 
This raises the question of what a truly “international, inclusive, dialogic and less conserva-
tive agenda”—or, put differently, a “more-than-White/Anglo” cultural geography (Panelli, 
2008)—would look like. If China’s cultural geography is to help develop this more inter-
national and inclusive agenda and approach, it must be driven by questions of significance in 
China, yield helpful answers of meaning and relevance in China, and simultaneously derive 
theoretical ideas that diversify the geographical imagination.
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